INTRODUCTION
In the scientific research world, new telematics tools are being used more and more. Researchers improve their knowledge in different fields of competence by means of network tools, such as the World Wide Web, and establish many relations with laboratories all over the world using electronic mail. In this context, the Molecular Probe Data Base (MPDB) (1) offers a useful search tool because it makes available on-line data related to a specific area of molecular biology: it contains data on synthetic oligonucleotides prevalently used in human pathology diagnostics.
MPDB was set up in 1992 within the sphere of the Interlab Project, a University-Industry joint project devoted to the improvement of biomedical research information infrastructure that led to the creation of three databases on availability of biological resources in European collections and laboratories. The information in the MPDB is acquired from the scientific literature mainly through MEDLINE searches. It is managed by an interdisciplinary group, the Telematics Applications in Biotechnology (TAB) group (2) , that is also in charge of the management of the Cell Line Data Base (CLDB) (3). The two databases are hosted at the Advanced Biotechnology Center (ABC) in Genoa (Italy).
MPDB DATA STRUCTURE REVISION
Information on the oligonucleotides included in the MPDB has been changed slightly during the past 12 months. These changes were carried out to give a complete and up-to-date service to the users by also taking into account the most recent developments of molecular biology techniques.
The MPDB revised data structure and the current detailed description of an oligo are reported in Table 1 and Figure 1 respectively. The tipology field is devoted to the description of the function for which each oligonucleotide is normally used. In this context, the only allowed values were PM, corresponding to oligos employed as PCR primers, and PB, used for probes. In addition to these, the following values have now been added: AS, antisense oligonucleotides (4), and PNA, peptide nucleic acid (5) that are used mostly in the gene therapy.
Recently, new methodologies have been implemented: some methods are PCR-derived, other are of a new generation. In order to take these extensions into account, a new field related to used methods has been added to the database (Table 2) . Users can, therefore, immediately single out if oligo information inherent to determinate laboratory techniques is present. 
MPDB CURRENT DATA CONTENTS
At present, information regarding ∼4300 oligonucleotides is recorded in the MPDB. In particular, during the last year, 700 oligonucleotides have been added. Among them, 237 oligos relate to cancer diagnosis (30 for breast and ovary cancer, 54 for retinoblastoma, 68 for prostate cancer, etc.), 75 to leukemia diagnosis (39 for AML1, 22 APL, etc.) and 113 to viral diagnosis (50 for HCV, 50 for HIV, etc.), while 37 oligos are specific for hemoglobinopathies, 111 for genetic studies and 127 for the molecular biology studies. Our database contains 3520 primers, 698 probes and 32 antisense oligonucleotides. Table 3 reports a comparison between MPDB (2) main contents at the end of July 1995 and of September 1996.
Oligonucleotides described in MPDB are specific for 793 different genes (663 human, 112 viral and 18 from various other species). In particular, 3536 are related to human genes, 670 to viral genes and 94 to other species. There has been a substantial increase in the number of oligonucleotides specific to other species, and the number of oligonucleotides related to viral gene has also increased.
With reference to applications, there has been an increase of oligonucleotides used for the identifications of tumoral diseases (Cancer Diagnosis) and for neurologic disease diagnosis; moreover, we reported on oligos used for some new applications: Allelic Imbalance; Anti Oncogenes; RNA Studies; Apoptosis and Loss of Heterozygosity.
The quality of information on oligonucleotides is assured by the use of controlled vocabularies.
MPDB DATA DISTRIBUTION
MPDB is currently archived by using WAIS, distributed by means of a Gopher server and can therefore be accessed and searched through the Internet simply having either a Gopher, WAIS or WWW client (see contacts section for relevant addresses). MPDB was also included in the SRSWWW system (in this context it is called MOLPROBE) and can thus be searched at some of the SRSWWW sites (see contacts section). Objectives and search strategies for MOLPROBE have already been published (2) .
Some statistics relative to access to MPDB during 1996 were computed deriving information from the 'log files' of the WAIS server. These files include the most important data both on each search and information retrieving performed through the server and, among those, the name of the host from which the request was originated, searched terms and results. Attention has been put on the total number of searches and on the country of origin (results are reported in Figs 2 and 3) . Statistics on accesses to MOLBROBE through SRSWWW are not available.
With reference to Figure 2 , it can be pointed out that during the first 9 months of 1996 MPDB has been searched 91.5 times per month, with a minimum of 68 times in August and a maximum of 124 times in May. Although the distribution does not show a clear decrease of searches from January to September, the average is significantly lower than in 1995.
As to the origin of the searches (Fig. 3) , it can be pointed out that the majority of connections were made from European countries. This is in contrast with 1995 data, that showed a clear prevalence of North American connections over European ones. Percentages of accesses originated from Italy and the Rest of the World remained substantially equal to 1995. These data suggest that the reduced number of searches is due mainly to the lowering of requests from US and Canada, due, perhaps, to the concurrent setting up of a US database on oligonucleotides.
